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What this tool does

In psychology, a schema is a broad, organizing

pattern of thought: a mental template you use to

make sense of yourself, other people, and the world.

Schemas help you process information quickly by

filling in gaps based on past experience. Most are

neutral or helpful. But some, formed early in life,

become rigid and self-defeating. These are what

psychologist Jeffrey Young called 'early maladaptive

schemas': deep, often unconscious beliefs that color

how you interpret everything and can quietly drive

anxiety, depression, and relationship difficulties.

Early maladaptive schemas usually form in

childhood when core emotional needs go unmet:

needs for safety, stable connection, autonomy,

healthy limits, freedom to express needs and

feelings, and spontaneity. A child who is repeatedly

criticized may develop a 'defectiveness' schema (the

belief 'I am flawed and unlovable'). A child whose

caregivers were unpredictable may develop an

'abandonment' schema. These beliefs felt accurate

given the environment, but they outlive their

original context and keep running in adulthood,

even when they no longer fit.

Schemas are powerful because they operate beneath

conscious awareness and feel like simple truth

rather than belief. They bias attention toward

confirming evidence and away from anything that

contradicts them, so they tend to be self-reinforcing.

People also cope with schemas in characteristic

ways: surrendering to them (acting as if the belief is

true), avoiding situations that activate them, or

overcompensating (for example, becoming a

perfectionist to outrun a sense of defectiveness).

Each coping style can unintentionally keep the

schema alive.

Schema therapy, developed by Young, is an

integrative approach that blends cognitive

behavioral, attachment, and experiential techniques

to identify and heal these patterns. It uses tools such

as imagery rescripting, chair work, and 'limited

reparenting' to meet the unmet emotional needs

underneath the schema, not just to challenge

thoughts. The aim is not to erase your history but to

update old beliefs so they stop running your

present. Change is gradual but possible.

How to use it

Free printable tool

psychology.com/tools/schemas-explained
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What Are Schemas?
The deep beliefs about yourself and the world that form early, run on autopilot, and

shape how you feel and react.

Reviewed by Michael Callans, MSW · Published June 27, 2026

Start with the definition, a schema is a broad

template formed early that runs on autopilot.

1

Read the common early maladaptive schemas

slowly, and mark any that feel less like an idea and

more like a description of your life.

2

Trace how schemas form, and consider which

unmet childhood need might sit under the

pattern you recognized.

3

Read how schema therapy helps, and consider a

schema-focused therapist if a pattern keeps

steering your relationships or self-worth.

4

Hold what you noticed lightly, since recognizing

a schema is a starting point for curiosity, not a

label.

5



What a schema is

Schema A broad mental template for understanding yourself, others, and the world, built from experience.

Early maladaptive schema A rigid, self-defeating belief formed in childhood that distorts how you interpret life and

feel.

Schema activation When a present-day event triggers an old schema, flooding you with feelings that fit the past

more than the now.

Coping styles How people respond to schemas: surrender (act as if it is true), avoidance (dodge triggers), or

overcompensation (do the opposite to extremes).

Common early maladaptive schemas

How schemas form

How schema therapy helps

Schema therapy combines CBT, attachment, and experiential methods to heal these patterns at the root. Techniques

like imagery rescripting and chair work help you meet the unmet emotional need behind the schema, while the

therapeutic relationship offers a corrective experience. The goal is not to delete your past but to update beliefs that

no longer serve you so they stop steering your present.

Sources

Recognize a pattern in yourself?

A schema-focused or trauma-informed therapist can help you understand and change it. Free to search our directory.

Start at psychology.com/therapist.

Abandonment: 'People I rely on will leave or let me down.'

Defectiveness or shame: 'I am flawed, unworthy, or unlovable.'

Mistrust or abuse: 'Others will hurt, deceive, or take advantage of me.'

Emotional deprivation: 'My needs for care and understanding will not be met.'

Failure: 'I am bound to fail; I am not as capable as others.'

Subjugation: 'I must put others' needs first or face conflict.'

Unrelenting standards: 'I must be perfect; good enough is never enough.'

Social isolation: 'I am different and do not belong.'

Core emotional needs in childhood go unmet (safety, connection, autonomy, limits, expression).1

The child forms a belief that makes sense of that environment ('I am too much,' 'people leave').2

The belief biases attention toward confirming evidence and away from anything that contradicts it.3

Coping styles develop around the schema, which feel protective but keep it active.4

The schema persists into adulthood and gets triggered by situations that echo the original wound.5
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This is educational information, not a diagnosis or treatment. If old patterns are affecting your wellbeing or relationships, please consider

working with a licensed professional. In an emergency, call your local emergency number or, in the US, call or text 988.


